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New York City
Present
 
The reporter shoved the microphone into her face. 
“Do you think Dr. Hunter’s testimony is going to get you off, Mrs. Carleton?”
“No comment,” snapped Rod Samuels.
“Come on, Mrs. Carleton, do you think the jury will believe the shrink?”
A snicker. “Nothing like a handy witness waiting in the wings.”
“The D.A. is furious, Mrs. Carleton. What do you think the verdict will be, Mr. Samuels?”
“Not guilty, of course,” said Rod Samuels.
Her face showed nothing, she said nothing, merely stared straight ahead, aware of Rod’s hand holding her arm firmly, pulling her toward the limousine. Timothy’s silver Rolls-Royce. He’d been so proud of it, so proud. “What do you think, Elizabeth? Just feel that finish. It’s something, isn’t it? Even old dour Drake approves.”
“Is the D.A. right, Mr. Samuels? Did you bribe the shrink?”
“What will Elizabeth X do if she’s freed?” shouted another reporter.
“Spend all her dead husband’s money, that’s what!”
Elizabeth X. Elizabeth Xavier Carleton. So clever, those reporters. She had been the notorious Elizabeth X for over six months. She felt Rod tighten his grip on her arm. She felt the jolt when he shoved a reporter aside. The door of the limousine was open, Drake standing beside it, his face a cold mask, his mouth an angry thin line. At what? she wondered vaguely. At the surprise witness for the defense? At the endless harassment from the media?
Rod pushed her into the limousine and quickly seated himself beside her, grabbing at the door handle.
“No comment!” he shouted at the sea of reporters as one hand searched for the window button.
The windows were electric and wouldn’t work without the motor being on.
He slammed the door. There was a loud yelp. A reporter’s sleeve was caught in the door. Rod cursed, opened the door, released the sleeve, then slammed it again. Elizabeth watched Drake quickly make his way around the car and open the driver’s door.
A flash went off in her face, then another, and another.
She lowered her head, her pupils shrinking at the bright pricks of light.
How many times had Rod shouted “No comment”? How many times had she been blinded by flashes? Who cared anymore about her? She wondered why Rod didn’t have a comment this time. Because he believes you guilty of Timothy’s murder, that’s why.
“Are you all right, Elizabeth?”
She nodded, saying nothing, not turning her head to face him.
“It’s almost over,” he said, and with a deep sigh leaned back against the rich gray leather seats. “Keep your head down. There are TV cameras as well. It will be over soon, Elizabeth,” he repeated. “No matter what Moretti tries, he won’t break Christian Hunter.”
Was it over? She still vividly saw Anthony Moretti’s face distorted with disbelieving rage at the defense witness. The ambitious D.A. of New York City had headed this case since the beginning, a case he had no intention of losing.
Until the surprise witness for the defense.
Until Christian Hunter, who had testified with calm, nearly insolent conciseness, had made him look like a fool.
“What is your name, sir?” asked Rod Samuels.
“Christian Hunter.”
“What is your occupation, sir?”
“I am a doctor.”
“Dr. Hunter, where were you the night of July 10 of last year?”
“I was walking in the Village, alone, until about eight o’clock.”
“And after nine o’clock, Dr. Hunter?”
“I went into a bar on Greenwich, the Flying Moon. I stayed until midnight.”
“Did you see the defendant there?”
“Yes, sir, I did. I spoke to her, bought her a drink—a daiquiri—and we talked until midnight. Then I escorted her to a taxi.”
“Have you ever seen the defendant again, Dr. Hunter? Or spoken to her?”
“No, I have not.”
“You are certain it is the defendant, Mrs. Elizabeth Carleton, you were with?”
“Positive.”
“You are equally certain of the times?”
“Positive.”
“Dr. Hunter, six months is a long time ago. How can you be so certain of the date?”
“I was thrilled to meet Mrs. Carleton,” Christian Hunter said. “I have been a fan of hers for five years now. For me it was like meeting the President.”
“Thank you, Dr. Hunter. Your witness, Mr. Moretti.”
Anthony Moretti stared at the man in the witness box. He had thought at first to simply look at the jury, shrug, and have no questions for this obviously lying cretin. Now he knew he couldn’t get away with it. Hunter looked unruffled, completely in control, almost bored. Who was this Hunter anyway? Hell, it wasn’t fair that the prosecution had to disclose every goddamned thing they had and the defense could pull a stunt like this. He calmed immediately. It was a setup, pure and simple. Someone had bribed Hunter. He’d demolish him, show him for the crook he was. That bitch would go to jail, he’d escort her there himself.
Moretti walked calmly toward the witness box, paused a moment, gave Hunter a long look, and shrugged. He heard the surge of excited whispers from behind him.
“Dr. Hunter, what is your specialty?”
“I am a psychologist.”
“I see. So you’re not a real doctor, then? You didn’t attend a medical school.”
“No, I did not. I have a Ph.D. from Harvard.”
He’s a fake, a damned fake shrink. “I see. And just what do you treat?”
“What I treat depends on what walks through my door.”
Laughter.
Moretti showed no reaction. He waited for the laughter to die. “Do you treat many liars, Dr. Hunter—pathological liars?”
“Never treated them, Mr. Moretti. One doesn’t treat one’s friends, after all.”
More laughter.
Slippery, smart-mouthed bastard.
“Why, Dr. Hunter, psychologist, didn’t you come forward at the time of Mrs. Carleton’s arrest?”
“I was in Greece. I returned only one week ago. I had no idea of what had happened in my absence.”
“What were you doing in Greece?”
“I was holding my sister’s hand while she gave birth to a seven-pound boy, then divorced her husband.”
Laughter. The open court had played in Moretti’s favor during the trial, but not now.
Moretti bit his cheek. He felt the excitement radiating from Rod Samuels, the damned bastard. He felt the tension building from his staff, heard them shuffling papers behind him. He saw the jury leaning forward, intent, all twelve of them, hanging on every word.
Moretti calmly examined his fingernails. There was an ugly hangnail on his thumb. “Wouldn’t you say,” he asked, not looking up, “that six months is rather a long time for hand-holding and being away from your practice?”
“You don’t know my sister. Nor do you know my practice.”
More laughter. Judge Wattson Olney’s gavel came down in three quick bangs.
“You don’t read newspapers, Dr. Hunter?”
“Not while I’m overseas, no.”
“One would think, wouldn’t one, Dr. Hunter, that an educated man, a psychologist, would keep himself informed of world events? This particular event has appeared in papers all over the world.”
Christian Hunter sat forward very slightly. “That is why I returned, Mr. Moretti. My sister happened to mention the trial, and I recognized Mrs. Carleton’s photo.”
“I see,” said Moretti with a fairly creditable sneer. “You didn’t want to be responsible for this poor innocent woman being found guilty?”
“That’s right, Mr. Moretti.”
Moretti stared at him. “Ah, the baby was born by then?”
“Yes, but the divorce wasn’t yet final.”
Moretti paused, drew himself up, cast a derisive glance toward the witness, then an I-told-you-so look toward the jury. “How much were you paid to return to New York, Dr. Hunter?”
“Objection!”
Judge Olney frowned. “You will not badger the witness, Mr. Moretti.”
“But, your honor—”
“I would like to answer, your honor,” said Christian Hunter.
Olney frowned at the witness. If the man had been bribed, a possibility that Olney found quite likely, he was a master of the game. Slowly he nodded. Let the man hang himself if he wanted to. Moretti would tear his gullet out.
“After my testimony, your honor, I should be delighted to review my portfolio with Mr. Moretti and let him speak to my accountants. I have no need for money. I have more than enough for my needs. I cannot be bribed.”
The buzz of conversation increased. Olney pounded his gavel, impressed in spite of himself. He’d been so certain, so very certain that the pale young woman was guilty. But now . . .
It was then that Moretti realized that it was the Christian Hunter. Christian Westford Hunter—a psychologist, sure, but one who didn’t need to do anything except belch in satisfaction after he ate the goddamned haute-cuisine meals prepared by his French chef.
He hated smug, rich bastards like Hunter. Psychologist, bull. A hobby, nothing more. Why was he saving her neck? Why?
But Moretti wasn’t ready to throw in the towel, not yet, not by a long shot. If need be, he could get a postponement from Judge Olney. The judge knew the bitch was guilty. He asked in a deceptively bored voice, “Why do you think, Dr. Hunter, that Mrs. Carleton didn’t state that she was with you that night?”
“I haven’t the faintest idea,” Hunter said, glancing briefly toward Elizabeth. “She didn’t even know my name, except for my first name. Perhaps she thought no one would believe her.”
“Your honor,” said Moretti, “please instruct the witness to confine his answers.”
“Your question, Mr. Moretti,” said Judge Olney, “didn’t require a simple yes or no.”
“Did you know that Mrs. Carleton didn’t ever mention that she was in this bar with you? I believe that requires only a yes or a no.”
“No.”
“Don’t you find that curious, Dr. Hunter?”
Christian Hunter merely stared at him.
“Don’t you find that curious, Dr. Hunter?” Moretti smashed his fist down on the railing of the witness box.
“Very well,” said Hunter. “As a psychologist, I know of many cases of trauma where the person completely blocks out what happened. It is a defense mechanism, you see.”
“You’re saying that Mrs. Carleton blocked out murdering her husband?”
“Objection, your honor. The district attorney is twisting the witness’s words.”
“Sustained.”
“So, Dr. Hunter, the defendant blocked out meeting you? A case of convenient amnesia?”
“I believe it is a strong possibility. I had the impression that Mrs. Carleton was disturbed that evening. She didn’t know I was a psychologist, of course, and—”
“You wanted to pick her up? Go to bed with her?”
“Objection, your honor!”
“Sustained.”
“Didn’t it occur to you—within the past week, of course—that she was disturbed because she was planning to murder her husband?”
Rod Samuels said nothing at all.
Christian Hunter smiled. “I fail to see how that is possible, Mr. Moretti. As I understand it, the murder was committed during the time Mrs. Carleton was with me. I do not believe that planning anything is a crime. If it were, I should say that our judicial system would collapse in no time at all.”
“As a psychologist, wouldn’t you say that murdering with an ice pick—excuse me, a silver ice pick—is more the act of a woman than of a man?”
“I don’t have dealings with murderers, at least none that I know of. Your opinion on that would be more to the point than would mine.”
“Do you think, Dr. Hunter, that anyone from the bar would recognize Mrs. Carleton? Back up your tale . . . story?”
Christian Hunter shrugged. It was an elegant shrug that dismissed Moretti from the human race. “I suppose you would have to inquire,” he said. “However, I tend to doubt it. The bar was dark and I fetched the drinks. We were seated in a high-backed booth.”
“Very dark, Dr. Hunter?”
Hunter smiled. “It was light enough so I could see a filling in one of her molars.”
Moretti was battering his head into a stone wall. Rod Samuels knew it. Elizabeth Carleton had never testified, so she couldn’t be examined by Moretti. The jury knew it. The jury believed Hunter. It shone from their faces like a beacon. Rod Samuels found Elizabeth’s hand beneath the table and squeezed it. It was cold as ice and limp.
He hadn’t told her about Hunter.
Moretti tried again. “You are certain, Dr. Hunter, that it is the defendant, Elizabeth X—Elizabeth Xavier Carleton—you were with that night?”
“Positive.”
“Why? How can you be so positive when the bar was dark? After all, lots of people have fillings in their molars.”
Hunter showed no signs of embarrassment, no signs of anything at all. His thin face was impassive. When he spoke, it was clearly without guilt. “She is a beautiful, interesting woman, in dim light or in bright. I was alone. She was alone. We began a conversation. I quickly realized who she was. That is all.”
“Just why do you think a beautiful, interesting, married woman was alone in that bar, Dr. Hunter?”
“Search me.”
Damn you, you Ivy League bastard. Moretti felt his armpits grow damp. He was losing and there was nothing he could do about it. Still, he had to try.
“You didn’t ask her?”
“No. We spoke about her career. I’d heard her play at Carnegie Hall every time she’d performed there. She’s quite good. I have a fondness for Bach, as it happens.”
“Did you know that her husband was sixty-four years old?”
“No. We only talked about music.”
Elizabeth closed her eyes. The limousine slipped into the traffic on Sixth Avenue, headed uptown. She wondered vaguely when Drake would cut over to the East Side. She wasn’t in the mood for sightseeing. She saw Christian Hunter in her mind’s eye. She would never forget Christian Hunter. Tall, slender, intense blue eyes, a face both sensitive and intelligent, perhaps a bit too long, a bit too thin. A professorlike man who had an English look, a tweedy look. He seemed an aesthete, a man who rarely dirtied his hands in this world. But that wasn’t true. A psychologist saw a lot, perhaps too much. And he had handled Moretti well, with little apparent effort.
She had never seen him before today in court.
Who was he? What did he want?
She felt Rod’s hand holding her arm again. Drake cut through the park and crossed Fifth at Eighty-fourth. She looked briefly toward the Metropolitan Museum. Hordes of people, as always.
There was little traffic as he went eastward to Madison, then turned uptown to Eighty-fifth. The neighborhood was quiet, tree-lined, old. Drake turned smoothly into the driveway. It had actually been two residences years before, but one couldn’t really tell, for the bow windows on the second floor were identical, the entrance to the east blocked up and covered with shrubs. She looked up as Drake helped her out of the limousine. She loved this house, all four stories of it. It had a mansard roof, so French-looking that it always made her smile, remembering her years in Paris. And there were narrow black iron grille balconies at the second floor and at the fourth. From the outside, the house was unobtrusive, nearly severe save for the romance of the roof and balconies. It fit in well with its neighbors. No one would ever guess that one of the richest men in the world lived there.
She walked silently beside Rod into the lobby. It was a lobby, she thought, and it was in a house, and there was a doorman. Gallagher looked up and smiled broadly at them.
“Liam,” Rod Samuels said curtly.
“I heard about the witness on the radio, Mrs. Carleton,” Liam blurted out. “I am relieved, ma’am.”
“Thank you, Liam.” Was he the only one who believed her innocent?
Rod escorted her to the ornate 1920’s elevator that Timothy had installed intact from an old building he had torn down on Wall Street. It creaked and groaned as it ascended, as was proper, as Timothy had wanted. How many times had he grinned and rubbed his hands together when the thing lurched between floors? “Makes me feel like a ten-year-old again to hear that, Elizabeth.”
“Thank you, Rod.”
He started. Those were the first words she’d spoken to him since they’d left the courthouse.
“It’s nearly over now, Elizabeth. You’ll be acquitted. Moretti can have the week postponement—he can have a month—it won’t make any difference. He won’t break Christian Hunter. This time next week, we’ll be celebrating.”
Elizabeth flexed her fingers unconsciously in an exercise she’d done away from the piano since she was five years old.
“Will we?” she said.
The elevator slugged to a halt. Rod pulled the wrought-iron gate open, stood back, and waited for her to exit directly into the foyer.
“I’m tired,” he said, rubbing the back of his neck. “I think I’ll sleep for a week once Moretti has thrown in the towel.”
How odd mundane things were, she thought. She’d been selfish and inconsiderate. “Please, Rod, come in for a drink. You know you’re fond of Kogi’s martinis.”
“Yes, I think I will. This time next week, Elizabeth, it will be champagne.”
She said nothing. A Japanese man, who came only to Elizabeth’s chin, burst into the living room, smiling widely. He was wearing his white coat and black slacks and his prized mustache was brushed and gleaming.
“Welcome, Mrs. Elizabeth, Mr. Samuels. I am pleased.”
“Thank you, Kogi. I believe Mr. Samuels would like one of your famous martinis.”
“Certainly, Mrs. Elizabeth.”
He deftly took her coat, gloves, and purse, then provided the same service for Rod. Kogi had been with Timothy for fifteen years, and he’d stayed on. Stayed on with his master’s accused murderer. He’d never said a word to Elizabeth and she had been too much of a coward to ask him what he thought.
“Please to sit down,” said Kogi.
Rod sat on the pale gold sofa. Elizabeth wandered about the living room, a marvel of modern sculptures, most of them naked women and men in bronze and marble. One large woman was posed in front of the bow windows. Several Rodins were among the collection. So much chrome and glass and silk, not to mention the twenty-foot Tabriz in pale peach and blue that covered the thick white carpet. Very expensive, all of it, and very elegant, and about as subtle and restrained as the celebration for the Statue of Liberty. Elizabeth didn’t actively dislike it, she simply ignored it for the most part. Her eyes went to the seven-foot Steinway grand piano set in the far corner by another set of long windows. Timothy had bought it for her as a wedding present, three years before. On the wall beside the piano were three Picassos, from his Pink Period. Two of them were nudes, pathetic figures against their rose and terra-cotta backgrounds.
Elizabeth walked toward the piano, forgetting Rod, forgetting the awful nightmare that had begun seven months before.
She sat down, flexed her fingers, and began Bach’s Italian Concerto. She loved the key of F. It was so elegant, much more so than the furnishing of this elaborate mansion. And Bach was so clean and predictable, every chord she played calling for the next and the next, in an even pattern, an even flow.
She didn’t open her eyes until she reached the second movement. She couldn’t play it. It was slow, haunting, sorrowful. She ached and hurt.
“Would you like something to drink, Elizabeth?”
She blinked up at Rod, who was standing beside the piano, merely looking at her. What did he think? she wondered. He always looked so cool, so in control, so impenetrable, with those dark eyes of his.
“Perhaps a glass of Chablis.” She saw Kogi from the corner of her eye already holding her glass of wine, and smiled.
“I forget how beautifully you play,” Rod said, sipping on his perfect martini. Of course Timothy always demanded the best. In his drinks, in his servants, in his lawyers. In his lawyers who defended his wife against a murder rap. “Won’t you continue, Elizabeth?”
“The second movement makes me sad,” she said, rose, and smoothed down her dark blue wool skirt.
He watched her accept the crystal goblet of white wine from Kogi. She had beautiful hands, her fingers long and slender. Strong hands, strong enough to stick a silver skewer . . . He watched her delicately sip the wine. If only Moretti knew that Elizabeth never drank anything other than wine, that she would never touch a daiquiri.
He wondered what she was thinking. He’d wondered that so many times, not just during the past months, but since he’d met her before she married Timothy. She always eluded him, always escaped to her music or to her blank silences. But she said now, very quietly, “Rod, who is Christian Hunter?”
He’d expected her to ask him that much sooner. But Elizabeth was different. He’d always despised her, not only for her differentness—for God’s sake, a musician—but also for her serenity, her calmness, her ruthlessness.
She had been ruthless. Timothy was a goner from the first time he’d met her, from the first time he’d heard her play that haunting Chopin prelude at Carnegie Hall.
He wasn’t so certain now.
He wanted to hate her. He wanted to believe her guilty. He wanted . . . He ran his free hand through his gray hair. It wasn’t that she was a sex goddess, for heaven’s sake, or a woman who lured men with blatant offers. She was different, cool, reserved, kept too much to herself. He wondered if she’d ever wanted to have sex. It couldn’t have been that way with Timothy, sixty-four-year-old Timothy Carleton, who exuded raw power and arrogant presence. Here Rod was, only fifty-one, a young man compared to Timothy, yet she’d never even hinted that he was anything to her but a friend, a slightly distant friend.
Old, old Timothy.
And she’d married him.
He realized that she was waiting for him to reply, and for a moment he couldn’t remember her question. Oh, yes, who was Christian Hunter? “Don’t you know who he is?” he asked, watching her closely.
Elizabeth turned to look down at the street from the bow windows. For many moments she was silent. Even her body was completely still. How could such a serene woman be capable of cold-blooded murder? But he’d believed her guilty.
“I never saw him before today in that courtroom,” Elizabeth said, not turning. “But surely you know that, Rod. Where did you find him?”
“Is that true, Elizabeth?”
He didn’t want to hear the truth, he realized suddenly. He wanted to keep protecting her, as he’d done the past six months. He wanted . . .
“You must know that I’ve never seen Christian Hunter in my life.” She turned on those words, pinning him with those intense green eyes. Gifted-artist eyes, Timothy had told him, flushed, in love with this enigmatic woman.
Rod shrugged. “He sought me out, told me his story. I put him through the blender and I knew he would be believed by the jury. He is the most credible witness I’ve ever seen.”
She stood stiff, ramrod stiff.
“Why? He saved you, Elizabeth. I don’t know . . . Yes, I do know. Without him the jury would find you guilty. Were it not for Christian Hunter, you would go to prison for life.”
She knew that well enough. The jurors had regarded her throughout with distrust and the natural wariness and envy of the very rich. “Yes,” she said finally. “Yes, I know. He told Moretti that he was rich. Odd how they would believe him and not me. What does he want, Rod?”
“I don’t know. Your estate is vast, Elizabeth.” He paused, but just for a moment. “There’s more, of course. The family, as you well know, is going to fight the will. I’ve held them off with the trial. But now—as soon as the jury brings in the not-guilty verdict—it will start in earnest. Don’t think they will change toward you because you’ve been exonerated.”
Her hand released the delicate silk curtain. “I don’t care, you know that, Rod. I’ve never cared. You should realize that by now.”
He was silent.
She stared at him. “No, I guess you don’t know, do you?” she said slowly, thoughtfully. “There is no one for me, is there?”
“Elizabeth . . .” he said, his hand clutching at his martini glass.
“No, don’t.” She wasn’t stupid or blind. She saw his uncertainty, understood it. She drew a deep breath. “No, you don’t know, do you, Rod? Now we’ve another battle, have we?”
“Yes,” he said simply. “We do. Are you going to be up to it, Elizabeth?”
She didn’t answer immediately. She was thinking: Timothy, what am I to do? Fight your family? Your brothers? Your own sons and daughter? Your mother, for God’s sake?
“Where did you find Christian Hunter?”
He felt himself stiffen at her cold tone. “I told you, he came to me.”
“You should have consulted me, Rod.”
Yes, I could have, but you didn’t make a whimper, did you? You let him tell his story and didn’t make a sound. “I suppose I could have,” he said aloud. He drank down the rest of the martini. “Moretti won’t break him.”
“No, perhaps not. But, Rod, what price will Hunter ask? What is it that he wants?”
“I don’t know, Elizabeth. I truly don’t know.”
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Elizabeth stared at the black letters of the Post headline: ELIZABETH X SAVED BY SURPRISE WITNESS.
Rod Samuels had been right, about everything. Moretti hadn’t broken Christian Hunter. Dr. Hunter had broken him, never tiring, never mixing up his story, even after four brutal hours of pounding from the district attorney.
She looked up at Rod, saw the triumph in his dark eyes. Triumph at winning, at beating Moretti, whom he considered an uneducated fascist. Rod was rubbing his hands together. They’d escaped the media. Gallagher had very efficiently locked the lobby doors in their faces.
“The man was a marvel, wasn’t he?” Rod said, accepting a flute of Veuve Clicquot from the beaming Kogi.
“Yes,” said Elizabeth. “I thought Moretti would kill him, he was so furious.”
Rod regarded her closely. It seemed to him that he was always looking at her for the slightest hint of what she was thinking or feeling, for her voice never gave her away. “The jury took only an hour.”
“Yes,” she said again.
“Moretti couldn’t dig up a scrap of dirt on Hunter. Even his ridiculous IRS ploy backfired on him.”
When will Hunter want to see me? Elizabeth wondered. She said aloud, “You knew he would do that, of course. You were brilliant, Rod, telling the court how you also had been audited for the past fifteen years and asking the jurors how many of them had been too. What a chance you took.”
“It wasn’t a guess, Elizabeth. I knew three of them had.”
She marveled silently at his mind. “Have you ever lost, Rod?”
He grinned at that. “Yes, my ex-wife took me to the cleaners.”
“Were there no surprises?”
“Not a one. I’d covered everything with Hunter, I even badgered him like Moretti would. Even the bartender at that place in the Village knew Dr. Hunter, said he was a regular, that it was very likely you could have been with him that night.”
“What does he want, Rod?”
“I’ve told you, Elizabeth, I don’t know. He’s said nothing about wanting anything. He’s never told me that his testimony wasn’t the absolute truth. On the contrary. Could it be that he was right? Could you have blocked out everything that night, including him?”
“No.”
“Perhaps you felt guilty that you were with him while Timothy was being murdered? It all was a terrible shock.”
“No,” she said again, wearily. “I didn’t block out a thing. I wish I could have.”
She realized that Rod was nearly desperate to believe that she had suffered some sort of mental or emotional trauma. Was it so important to him to believe her innocent of her husband’s murder?
“It’s over, Elizabeth,” he said. “I told you what would happen.”
“Yes, you did.” But was it over? She closed her eyes a moment, remembering clearly the horror she’d felt when she’d come home alone and found Timothy lying on his study floor, the leather-handled silver ice pick in his chest. A clever, useless toy—how Timothy had enjoyed interesting toys—never used except for show in its holder on the silver ice bucket, except to murder Timothy. And she’d touched it, of course, tried to pull it out of him. But it hadn’t come out and she’d realized then that he was dead. But his face, his hands, were still warm. . . .
“All of it was circumstantial evidence in any case,” Rod said. Moretti had hammered and hammered away in his final summation. Motive, opportunity, her fingerprints on the silver ice pick, the endless hostile testimony from all of Timothy’s relatives.
“You can never be tried for Timothy’s murder again, Elizabeth.”
She wished she could laugh. Even cry. But there was only a vast emptiness inside her. She moved automatically to her piano. She played the Chopin prelude Timothy had loved. It was very short, only one page, and in C minor. Barry Manilow had used it as the basis for one of his popular songs. Whenever she played it now, she thought of the song’s words in her mind.
She finished, laid her fingers lightly over the keys, but didn’t look up. “I want to return to the concert circuit.”
Rod was silent for many moments. “I don’t think it would be a good idea just yet, Elizabeth. There are too many people who would be . . .”
“Unkind? Vicious? You believe all Timothy’s family would come and throw things at the stage?”
“Possibly. Likely. Almost certainly.”
“Timothy wasn’t going to divorce me, Rod.”
“As Moretti claimed? No, I know that, Elizabeth.” He paused a moment, and pulled a cigarette out of his gold case. He lit it, inhaled deeply, and said in a very deliberate, lawyer’s voice, “He was, however, seeing another woman. She is younger than you. Twenty-five, I believe. She’s also an artist, a painter.”
He watched her closely, but she showed no emotion, merely asked, “Really, Rod? Are you certain? Why didn’t the district attorney bring that out?”
“I am somewhat persuasive, Elizabeth.”
“You paid her off?”
“Yes, of course. He had no plans to divorce you. She had no bearing on anything.” He waited. Wouldn’t she even want to know the woman’s name? What happened to her? Instead, she said very calmly, “It was true, you know, Rod. What Moretti claimed. Timothy was going to change his will back.”
“No, he wasn’t. You’re wrong, Elizabeth. His sons, as you well know, were a disappointment to him. Bradley is a ruthless snake, smooth as silk on the outside, but I wouldn’t trust him to park my car. As for Trent, he’s a self-righteous prig who should have been a monk. Timothy’s fault, of course, and Laurette’s. Never let the boys . . . well, steer their own course. Did you know that Trent’s one pitiful act of rebellion was joining a religious cult? Timothy put a stop to it quickly enough. All of them were fools to treat you so badly.”
She smiled at that. “At least they’ve always been consistent, Rod.”
“They won’t break the will. Timothy was very careful to leave them all adequate sums, not just a single dollar as an insult. You will have the bulk of the estate, and that includes a good number of diverse companies, both national and multinational, under the ACI umbrella. Conglomerates, if you will. The power and the responsibility are enormous, Elizabeth.”
She repeated what she’d said to him several times before: “I’m a musician. I know nothing about business. It’s ridiculous. And I’m a woman. Even in my world, Rod, there is endless discrimination. In the business world I would be destroyed, probably very easily, knocked out with scarcely a whimper.”
“Not if you’re backed up by a battalion of both men and women who know what they’re doing. I’ve already assembled them, Elizabeth. They will be loyal to you and protect you. Since Timothy’s death, Bradley and his uncle in particular have been undermining any power you could have. Laurette has controlled the reins. It has to be stopped, and very soon.”
“I can’t imagine Michael Carleton having the time to stick his fingers in Timothy’s many pies. He’s nearly as wealthy as Timothy.”
“I can say a lot of things about Michael, but he’s brilliant and has endless energy, and he has the Carleton drive for . . . well, everything. Oddly enough, as you know, he’s also under his mother’s thumb. Laurette won’t let any of them go, not until she’s dead.”
“Timothy always said there had to be a strong hand at the helm.” She splayed her hands in front of her. “Not these hands, nor several dozen strong hands.”
“You will simply have to learn, won’t you? You can’t break up ACI.”
She frowned at his steadiness, at his certainty. “Do you still believe me guilty, Rod?”
Her question was unexpected, and his expression, for an instant unguarded, gave him away. “Elizabeth . . .”
She shook her head sadly. “I didn’t kill him, Rod. It is true that I had the opportunity, but I didn’t have a motive—you see, I was going to leave Timothy. I didn’t tell you that before because . . . well, it had no bearing on anything, and Moretti simply never thought of that.”
He continued to stare at her, his thick peppery brows drawing nearly together over his nose. “Why?” he asked finally.
“I know you don’t believe I was, but it’s true. I . . . well, I couldn’t take it any longer. He was becoming quite odd, you know, abusive actually. But what woman would give up such wealth? What woman would just walk away from all this? That’s what you’re thinking, isn’t it?”
He said, “Then who killed Timothy?” Abusive? What had he done to her?
“I don’t know. I’ve asked myself that question a hundred times. No, more like a thousand times.”
He wanted to believe her. God, he wanted to believe her more than anything. “Did Timothy know you wanted to leave him?”
“No, I don’t think so. All those hours I spent walking about that night—that’s what I was thinking, planning. No one knew.”
“You should have told me, dammit!”
She merely looked at him, aloof, remote from him, from everyone. “Why? You didn’t tell me about Hunter.” Her look also told him that she hadn’t told him because he wouldn’t have believed her.
“There was a reason for that. I was afraid that you would say something, do something that would jeopardize the outcome.”
“This isn’t at all like Perry Mason, is it, Rod?”
He was pleased at the flash of humor. It had been a long time, such a long time since he had seen her smile in genuine amusement.
Was she truly innocent? He didn’t know, God help him.
“No,” he said, “it’s better.” He accepted another glass of champagne from Kogi, the ever-present Kogi, who hadn’t been with his master the night of his murder. Not at all uncommon. The servants’ quarters were on the fourth floor. None of them had heard a thing, not a single creak from the elevator, nothing. And Gallagher had left his post to go to the deli for his dinner. A long-standing habit. Anyone observing him for a day or two would know about it. Rod shook his head at himself. None of it mattered any longer. She was free.
He drank down the champagne. “Monday, Elizabeth,” he said. “Monday in my office, all the clan will gather. You must be there, of course.”
She closed her eyes, but their hate-filled faces filled her mind’s eye. “Is your office large enough, Rod? They might bring cannon, you know.”
He smiled. “Not really. We’ll be in the boardroom. Have Drake drive you down. If there are any media jerks hanging around, he can get rid of them. It will begin at ten o’clock in the morning.”
Silence stretched between them. He wanted to tell her that he would do his damnedest to protect her, when she said, “I’m willing to give them everything.”
“No!”
“But why, Rod? They’re not my family, they never accepted me. They hate me. They believe I murdered Timothy.”
“No grand gestures, Elizabeth. Even that wouldn’t save you from the press, or the Carletons’ hatred, or their continued condemnation.”
He watched her do her finger exercises, an unconscious gesture that fascinated him, as it had fascinated Timothy initially. “One of them must have killed him, Rod. There are no other people who would have had a motive. And you’ve told me that Timothy said nothing to any of his family about changing his will in my favor.”
“You could be right,” he said. “But they all have excellent alibis, you know.” But couldn’t one of them have hired someone? He was doing it again. He wasn’t Perry Mason’s Paul Drake. Dammit, it was over. He had to let it go, just as Elizabeth did.
“Yes,” she said, “yes, I know.” She tried to smile at him, and found it almost painful. “I’ll think about everything, Rod. I’ll see you on Monday morning.”
Rod was nearly home before he realized that she hadn’t drunk any champagne.
 
The Abercrombie-Carleton Building, a sixteen-story structure on Park Avenue at Thirty-sixth, suited Laurette Carleton just fine. She smiled each time she saw the eight huge Doric columns that reached to the third floor, and their smaller, less pretentious cousins that soared only between floors ten and eleven. So long ago, she thought, she and Timothy had pored over those plans endlessly. He’d been so very young, yet much of the creation was her eldest son’s. As George, her chauffeur, assisted her out of the Carleton white Cadillac limousine, she frowned a bit as she looked upward toward the soot-stained facade. “The building needs a bit of a face-lift.” George merely nodded.
“Like most of us,” Laurette added under her breath. The first floor was a huge lobby with six banks of elevators along the back. The ceiling was beautifully painted and carved by Italian craftsmen who had come to America during the thirties and forties. It was more complex and more striking than the Woolworth Building, at least in Laurette’s opinion. The Italian marble floors gleamed as they always did on Monday mornings. She took the private elevator to the sixteenth floor. Men and women stopped their work as she passed, to smile at her, to say good morning. She was ushered to the boardroom by one of Bradley’s assistants.
She realized that she was very tired this morning as she sat at the boardroom table. She’d been tired since the jury brought in that not-guilty verdict. She had wanted Elizabeth to go to jail for the rest of her life, but that was to be denied to her. She slowly ran herveined fingers over the smooth, aged mahogany of the immense boardroom table, and listened to the growing furor from all her relatives. Not really listened, for she had heard all the arguments, all the rage for so long now that she could have spoken for each of them in his own words. Michael had the floor now, his deep voice resonant, more reasoned than the others, but not cloaking his anger from her. For a man of fifty-six he still looked remarkably fit, the result, she knew, of the daily exercise he took in his own gym. He had the look of his father, Mason Douglas Carleton—heavy-boned, broad-faced, but handsome with his pale blue eyes and strong chin. Good teeth, she thought. She closed her eyes a moment against the ever-present pain. Timothy hadn’t had such good teeth, but of course, he had been sixty-four.
“The woman will be here soon,” said Michael. “Make no mistake, any of you: Rod Samuels will continue to protect her, just as he bribed witnesses for her, but we must break that damned will.”
Ramsey Denebar, Michael’s own age and of recognized brilliance in lawyering, said nothing, merely continued to polish the thick lenses of his glasses, his thin lips only slightly pursed. Laurette knew what he was thinking, had figured out all his little habits during the past thirty years. He didn’t think they had a chance of breaking the will.
Laurette wished vaguely that it were Christmas and all her children and grandchildren were gathered at her estate on Long Island, their only concern which round of parties to attend. And how much egg nog to drink before dinner.
Brad and Trent, Timothy’s two sons, were arguing quietly. Catherine, her beautiful granddaughter and Timothy’s only daughter, merely twenty-three, but as aggressive and devious as any of her uncles and brothers, studied her perfectly manicured fingernails. She’s saving it all up, Laurette thought; she doesn’t want to waste her fury on the family. Laurette’s third son, William, was speaking to Ramsey about his trip to Australia, aboard his own yacht, of course. Dear William, who didn’t care a farthing about the empire, only his own pleasures. Perhaps he had the right of it, at least on rare occasions, Laurette thought. She didn’t care to admit that she’d given birth to a ne’er-do-well, a black sheep. She wondered why he’d bothered to come.
“I think all of you should come with me,” William was saying, more loudly now. “A month away from the filth of New York, free on the open seas—”
“Shut up, Will,” said Michael, frowning toward his brother. “Unlike you, we have responsibilities. That woman mustn’t be allowed to walk away with the Carleton fortune.”
William raised a very black eyebrow. “That woman was married to Timothy. He never thought of all this as the Carleton fortune, it was the Timothy fortune. And he did leave it to her.”
“You think he should just be allowed to give it all away? You know very well she must have influenced him unduly.”
“Yes, Uncle Michael,” said Catherine, “and then she murdered him.”
Ramsey spoke for the first time, but only after he’d adjusted his glasses just so on his rather broad nose. “I would suggest,” he said in his cultured, mild voice, “that all of you keep your more scurrilous opinions to yourselves. It won’t help. Elizabeth Carleton was found not guilty, you know. I would prefer not to handle a libel case.”
Catherine leaned forward, her eyes glittering. “Then what do you suggest we do, Ramsey? Bow our heads and let her have her way?”
“We will probably cut some kind of deal,” said Ramsey. “I doubt that Samuels will be unreasonable.” He turned away from her and began to shuffle the papers before him on the table.
“I agree,” said William Carleton, sending his older brother a baiting look. “Live and let live, I say. There’s enough for everyone, even a small country thrown in.” Michael never turned down such a look, and Laurette watched his face grow slowly mottled with anger. He used that tanning machine of his too much. His skin looked more leathery than William’s. Only the words had changed, she thought, watching Michael’s mouth gape open like a fish’s, but William had baited his older brother since his first birthday.
Then Rod Samuels walked into the long room, Elizabeth at his side. The woman had a certain style, Laurette thought, watching Elizabeth take her seat on Rod’s right, and it had nothing to do with her very expensive clothing, clothing that Timothy had forced upon her, she admitted grudgingly. An exquisite Donato scarf in vivid blues broke the studied starkness of the Armani double-breasted gray wool suit she was wearing, its narrow waist set off by a thin black leather belt. Laurette studied Elizabeth’s face, seeing the quiet quality, the aloofness and reserve that had drawn in Timothy. And Timothy was dead. Her heart began to pound. She wanted to kill Elizabeth. She forced herself to draw slow deep breaths.
“You are all here, I see,” said Samuels. “Ramsey,” he added, nodding to his colleague and occasional enemy for the past twenty years. “Laurette, you are looking well.”
“Thank you,” she said. Her eyes shifted to take in Elizabeth’s pale composed face. “You have been acquitted, Elizabeth,” she said. “Now we may get this will business finalized. I trust you will be reasonable about it.”
Elizabeth looked at her mother-in-law as she spoke. Timothy had told her once that his mother hadn’t changed in the past twenty years. It was probably true. At eighty-three, Laurette still had an imperious, very regal look, her white hair still thick, her white skin like smooth parchment. And she was so strong, so certain of herself. Elizabeth had always felt like a scraggly waif in her presence.
All of them, she thought, staring about the table at the battalion of Carletons, all of them were confident and self-assured, except perhaps for William, who simply didn’t care.
“Well, Elizabeth?”
Laurette’s voice was sharp, but Rod said smoothly, “As all of you know quite well, Timothy left the bulk of his empire to Elizabeth Xavier Carleton, his third wife. None of you have been left out. None of you have been embarrassed by the terms.”
Brad Carleton, Timothy’s eldest son, sat forward in his chair. “You’re joking, Samuels. This . . . woman doesn’t deserve a dime of the estate. Further, she knows nothing about business, much less the empire my father built. She would destroy everything. God knows that a woman—”
“Now, my boy,” said William mildly, staring at his nephew, “you surely don’t wish to continue with that particular train of thought.” He gave his gamin smile to Elizabeth and said, “Congratulations, my dear. Your ordeal is finally over.”
Trent Carleton said sharply, “Uncle Will, none of this really concerns you, does it? After all, you aren’t one of my father’s real heirs. I agree with Brad. She mustn’t be allowed to dissipate my father’s fortune, his life’s work.”
“I doubt three hundred people could dissipate your father’s fortune in a lifetime, Trent,” Rod said.
“My dear boy,” Will continued to Trent, “your esteemed father left me a million dollars. It would appear that I am an heir.”
“A piddling amount that you will spend in six months,” Michael said. “It hardly counts, with the hundred millions involved.”
Laurette frowned a bit. They were all acting ridiculously. Each and every utterance could only anger Elizabeth and make her dig in her heels. She cleared her throat, and that simple action, used hundreds of times in the past with instant effect, brought all faces to her.
“Elizabeth,” she said in her low, cultured voice, “I agree with William. Your ordeal is over. However, the question of Timothy’s estate now looms with equal importance. We are his family. We care about the future of Timothy’s holdings. Michael, Brad, and Trent are completely familiar with all Timothy’s corporations and their operations. You are not. You know nothing about business, isn’t that true?”
Elizabeth wondered if Laurette really wanted her to say something. She compromised and nodded. It was true, as she’d told Rod. She knew nothing.
“There, you see,” Laurette said, giving Elizabeth one of her rare smiles, one, however, that did not reach her eyes. “I suggest that you simply leave the family, but not, of course, as you came into it. I would think that the sum of, say, ten million dollars would be satisfactory compensation for your three years.”
Rod Samuels laughed. Even Ramsey Denebar looked startled at the insult. Elizabeth was on the point of telling Laurette that she could keep her ten million dollars, that she never wanted to see any of them again, but she felt Rod’s hand cover hers under the table.
He knows me too well, she thought.
“Now, Laurette,” Rod said, “you can’t believe that we would consider such a thing. You must also realize by now that the will can’t be broken. However—”
Elizabeth cut him off. It was now or never, she thought, feeling their hatred of her, flowing toward her in waves that made her want to flinch away. “I should like to say something, Rod. Laurette, your offer . . . well it isn’t what I expected.” She was sounding like an ineffectual idiot. “What I mean is that I wouldn’t consider taking ten million dollars from Timothy’s estate. In fact, I don’t intend to—”
Catherine Carleton interrupted her, rising gracefully to her feet, her palms pressed against the tabletop. “You wicked, evil woman! You married my father for his wealth, lorded it over all of us for three years, then murdered him when he found out exactly what kind of trollop you are. All of us know that you bribed that man to testify for you. You aren’t worthy of a dime of my father’s money.”
Elizabeth didn’t change expression, nor did she make a single movement. She said finally, her voice flat, “I did not kill your father, Catherine.”
“You lying slut! You even aborted my father’s child because you hated him, didn’t want to ruin your life—”
“That’s quite enough,” said Ramsey Denebar firmly. He knew what Elizabeth had been about to offer, but he’d been too surprised to say anything before Catherine’s outburst. Now he wondered what she would do.
Elizabeth said again, her voice stronger this time, “I repeat, Catherine, I did not kill your father. And you are forgetting facts. I miscarried the child. You are purposely being blind, Catherine.”
Rod Samuels drew a surprised breath. He felt Elizabeth draw her hand away from his, felt the tension in her body. He could think of nothing to say for the moment, and watched her rise slowly from her chair. She looked at each member of the family in turn, then said in a calm, detached voice, “I have no intention of leaving any more of Timothy’s estate to any of you. You are all rapacious and greedy and vicious. You will not break the will. I won’t let you. In fact, if you try, I won’t hesitate to use all Timothy’s resources to fight you. And if, by some slim chance, you do manage to break the will, there will be next to nothing left. I bid you good day.”
She turned and slowly walked from the boardroom, quietly closing the door behind her.
Elizabeth sagged against the door. She could hear the raging voices, but they were now apart from her. She wanted to vomit, and quickly looked toward the rest room.
“Mrs. Carleton, are you all right?”
Millicent Stacy’s worried voice sounded beside her, and she forced herself to nod. She met the older woman’s eyes, and saw sympathy in them. That in itself was a shock. “Yes,” she said, “I’m all right now.”
“Why don’t you go into Mr. Carleton’s office, ma’am. I’ll bring you a glass of water.”
Elizabeth did as she was told. She accepted the water from Mrs. Stacy, Timothy’s executive secretary for twenty-two years, and the woman left her alone. She sat on the soft gray leather sofa wondering vaguely what she had done.
Rod Samuels found her sitting very quietly some thirty minutes later. She looked shell-shocked, he thought. He said, “You did marvelously, Elizabeth. I’m proud of you. Timothy would have been proud too.”
“I’m a fool,” Elizabeth said. “You know I was going to give them all of it.” He nodded. She continued, “I was such a fool to let Catherine rile me.”
“But the dam burst, didn’t it? You won’t go back on what you said, will you?”
She looked undecided, and he said, his voice cold, “I believe it important for you to make a will immediately, leaving your entire estate to various foundations and charities in the event of your death.”
Her eyes widened in shock. “Come, Rod, that’s ridiculous. You can’t believe they would want to kill me.”
He was silent for a long moment, then said softly, “You didn’t kill Timothy. Someone did. If it was one of the family, what makes you think you’d be immune?”
She closed her eyes. Her world had tilted since last July 10, had become crazy, and she had become helpless. She wasn’t helpless now. She looked at him, thrust her chin out, and said, “Draw up the will.”
“Good. You can be certain that I shall announce to every Carleton son, daughter, grandchild, and pet, the terms.”
“It’s all craziness,” she said, leaning her head back against the soft leather. She didn’t move as she continued, a touch of humor in her voice, “Include yourself, Rod. I’m relatively certain that you won’t try to do away with me.”
“Don’t be too certain,” he said. “Didn’t I tell you that my wife took me to the cleaners?”
She opened her eyes and leaned forward. “You’ve been an excellent friend to me. I appreciate it. And I do thank you, for my life.”
He wanted to tell her that it was Christian Hunter—and none other—she should thank, but he didn’t. He picked up his hand-tooled leather briefcase and opened it. He handed her a thick packet.
“What is this?”
“You’re leaving, Elizabeth. Inside are tickets to Paris. You will stay there for three weeks and enjoy yourself. At the George V, of course.”
“Paris,” she repeated blankly.
“Yes, it’s time you got yourself together. You need a rest. You leave tomorrow.”
She was clutching at the tickets even as she said, her voice doubtful, “Didn’t you tell me that everything was falling apart? That Michael and Timothy’s sons were trying to undermine me?”
“Three weeks will make no difference. I did cut something of a deal, Elizabeth, I had to. Ramsey is no fool.”
She simply looked at him, waiting in that aloof, reserved way of hers.
“Brad will continue as chief executive officer of ACI. Trent will take over the computer companies headquartered in Silicon Valley in California. But, Elizabeth, both of them will report to you. You will be their boss. Do you understand?”
“Yes,” she said, “I understand.”
“Good. Now, go home, my dear, and do your packing.”
She looked undecided, and Rod simply waited. She was thinking about her old piano instructor, Claude Bouchet, and his motherly wife, Marthe. She was thinking of all the mansard roofs she would see. She smiled. She would like to see them again. Paris. A beautiful place to . . . To what? she wondered. To heal, she thought. She smiled. “Yes, Rod. Thank you.”
He watched her leave, her shoulders squared, her stride firm. She was intelligent, very much so. But could she learn quickly enough, be committed enough? He snapped his briefcase closed and looked slowly around Timothy’s huge corner office. He bet she didn’t realize that she would have to be here, behind Timothy’s desk.
And he wondered again, as he had throughout the past week since he had decided beyond doubt that he believed her, who had killed Timothy.
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